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True North
In his very fine book entitled “College (Un)Bound: The Future of
Higher Education and What it Means for Students,” Jeffrey J.
Selingo suggests that “American higher education is broken” (p. x). The titles alone of some
recent books on higher education might lead one to agree: Richard Arum, “Academically
Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campuses;” Robert B. Archibald and David H.
Feldman, “Why Does College Cost so Much?;” and Derek Bok, “Our Underachieving
Colleges.”
Of course, titles alone do not fairly represent the various and complex discussions and
arguments in these books, nor does Selingo’s statement do justice to the thorough treatment
of the topic within his book. Still, the mainstream media—and much more so publications
within the industry–continuously point out serious problems and issues, including:
affordability and student debt; the impact of technology, online learning, and MOOCs
(Massive Open Online Courses); the financial struggles of colleges and universities both
public and private; liberal arts and career preparation; and even the very value and relevance
of higher education. My own experience as an accreditation visiting committee chair and a
trustee of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges
(SACSCOC) has made me only too well acquainted with the problems and challenges facing
higher education institutions, including my own.
The president of a college or university today has no more important—or complex—
responsibility than to ensure that his or her institution is properly positioned within the
environment of higher education in accord with the purpose, mission, and values of that
institution. Even more challenging is to ensure, as best one possibly can, that the institution
is properly poised to move forward into a rapidly changing and largely unpredictable future.
Again, properly means to be consistent with the purpose, mission, and values of the
institution.
The late Stephen Covey used the metaphors of a compass and “true north” to represent the
need for a person to be guided by principles and values in the management of time and
effort. In the same way, an institution of higher education must know and be guided by its
own “true north.” It is not enough to know that we are in the business of education, no
matter how successful we appear to be as a college or university, or how much we know
about teaching, curriculum, technology, institutional effectiveness, assessment, finances,
etc. Nor is it enough to be preparing students for jobs, as important as that is.
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At Gardner-Webb University, our true north is our commitment to our ultimate purpose: To
advance the kingdom of God through Christian higher education. The other parts of our
compass are our mission—which grows out of our purpose—and our strategic plan, which
lays out how we intend to accomplish that mission. I am not suggesting for one moment that
the “compass” makes it all simple. The challenges remain daunting! I am suggesting,
though, that it all begins with the compass, for without it we are definitely adrift.

Dr. Frank Bonner
President, Gardner-Webb University
* This is the first in a series of essays and letters addressing the challenges and complexities
of higher education.
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